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The Black Family
Accumulated social and economic pressures, feeding upon the longstanding effects of American racism, have produced a special crisis for the
black family today. This crisis underlies many problems facing the.black
community, especially entrenched poverty, which is closely correlated to
the pronounced vulnerability of the large and growing number of black "'
families beaded by single mothers. No strategy designed to improve the
status of black Americans can ignore the central position ofthe black family
as the natural transmitter of the care, values, and opportunities necessary
for black men, women, and children to reach their full potential as
individuals.

THE ROOTS OF THE PRESENT CRISIS
The present black family crisis, characterized chiefly by the precipitous
growth of poor female-headed households, can be traced almost directly to
American racism. Black Americans came to this country as slaves from a
society where family was the central framework for the organization of
society itself. Black American family traditions derive from African
societies that were organized around kinship and so committed to responsibility. even for the most distant of kin, that there were virtually no random or
disconnected individuals, much less broken families. This heritage survived
in America in the extended family, a continuing source of strength for blacks
today.
But this strong family tradition had to contend first with the slave system,
then with legal segregation, discrimination, and enforced poverty and
finally with racially hostile governmental and societal policies, practices
and attitudes. These forces have finally weakened a family fabric that had
for generations proved unusually resilient, even in the fac; of awesome
adversity. Indeed, until the 1960s, a remarkable 75 percent of black
families included both husband and wife.
Since the 1960s, rapid urbanization, and especially ghettoization, has
had a devastating impact on many black farnilies. As large numbers of
blacks migrated to large cities from rural areas, black males have often been
unable to find work, and government policies and other social forces further
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sapped family strength. These trends proceed apace today, aided by the
widespread failure even to recognize the pressures on the black family as
central to other problems and by the failure to devise both preventive and
healing strategies.

THE DIMENSIONS OF THE PROBLEM
The most serious manifestation of increasing difficulty in black family
formation and stability is the recent sharp rise in female-headed households.
Today 48 percent of black families with related children under 18 are
headed by women and half of all black children under 18 Jive in femaleheaded households. These households are not inherently less appropriate
for the care and raising of children. But the 1979 median income for black
female-headed households was only $6,610 compared with close to
$20,000 for all families. This and virtually every socioeconomic indicator
confirm the unique difficulties such families encounter.
The rate of poverty among female-beaded farnilies bas led many experts
to conclude that American poverty is rapidly becoming a condition
identified chiefly with women and children. Black birth patterns contribute
disproportionately to this trend. In 1979, the majority of black births
occurred to single mothers-in every part ofthe country, from Arkansas ( 54
percent) and Indiana (57 percent) to Wisconsin (63 percent) and New
Jersey (60 percent).
Female-headed households arise from a number of different circumstances.
A rising number emerge from teenage pregnancies, and a permanent male
partner to contribute to the economic and other responsibilities of family life
is absent from the start. The consequences are predictable. Children grow
up with few consistent male role model s. In many cases. the young mothers
of these children are themselves hardly removed from childhood-their
education is incomplete, their preparation for parenthood underdeveloped,
and their own personal potential unfulfilled.
.
Even when female-headed households are not poor, suctftamilies often
incur severe difficulties in maintaining family life. Black women are subject
to both sex and race discrimination and are victims of an income gap that
causes them to earn Jess than 60 percent of male income. When this
diminished earning capacity is combined with the practical problems offulltime work, inadequate child-care arrangements. and the often total responsibility for child rearing, these women and their children are at considerable
risk.
Also contributing to the growing number of female-headed households is
the high rate of divorce and separation among black couples. About 34
percent of black female-headed households are the result of the break-up of
marriages. Black marriages are beset with the special problems of their race
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~ p of the destabilizing forces that have injured the family life of virtually

~ ~mericans.

The fragility of bl~ck family ~ife is underscored by !11eir
higher rate of divorce and separation and their lower rate of remamage,
than those of other Americans.

REBUILDING BLACK FAMILY STRUCTURE
Family-related factors such as these constitute an important ke~ l9 understanding the continuing and resistant p~oblems ~f black pe~ple today.
The slowing of economic progress and the mcrease .m poverty m th~ ~lack ·
community derive in no small part from the cumulative etfect on farrulies of
racism and economic and social disadvantage. But policies and strategies
that focus on the black family as a vehicle for providing and transmitting
opportunities are in their infancy and urgently need development. Government, researchers, and community organizations alike can make vital
contributions.
The rapid growth of fem al~ headed households in particular can and
must be reversed. Unfortunately, the government has no coherent programs
or policies to address the problems that destabilize black families. Yet the
cost to government of this neglect is great. Punitive and cost-cutting
measures that focus on poor female household heads as undeserving
recipients of government benefits have done nothing to control the growth of
such households. Surely, it is time to admit that more fundamental solutions
are necessary. G overnment has the resources to search for effective
solutions. What is required is the political will.
By now it is beyond debate that go vernment assistance programs for
poor mothers need to be completely reconceptualized and redesigned. The
only major program directed at poor female-headed families, Aid to
FIJllilies with Dependent Children, was conceived as a stopgap measure to
enable families to survive during periods of economic distress. The program
has been stretched to cover families who are victims of racism and structural unemployment, but the results have been unsatisfactory. AFDC
needs to be replaced with approaches that lead families to~d economic
independence. C onsidering the youth of most AFDC recipients, the
dominant mission of any program that serves them should be to provide the
requisite training and support to enable them to graduate from the AFDC
program, just as the government provides funds to help other young women
tp"aduate from programs of higher education and specialized training.
Ultimately, the economic and human benefits of a program to equip poor
· gle mothers for work will outweigh any investment by the government in
such an approach. The responsiveness of black female household heads to
]ob and education programs and the extraordinary desire they show for
wort suggest that this approach, if rigorously developed, would be
immensely fruitful.
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M oreover, if current patterns are to be reversed, preventive action will be
as important as actions to help existing female-headed households.

Teenagers and young men and women need to be encouraged to pursue
education, training, work and personal development while they delay
pregnancy and family formation . Birth rates for blacks of all backgrounds
have dropped significantly over the last few decades; it is the proportion of
births to single women that bas grown. A specific focus on all aspects of
family planning would build upon the success of black women and girls in
fertility control. For young people, there is a special need for sex education
and education about the importance to their own futures of delaying sex,
pregnancy, and marriage. These and other strategies that encourage young
people to believe in and prepare for the future are all a part of encouraging
more stable family patterns. With greater community and government
efforts, a significant reduction in premature pregnancies is obtainable by the
end of this decade.
Private organizations and researchers also have an important contribution
to make. With their creativity and flexibility, they have often pioneered
solutions, such as legal services for the poor, that have been taken up by
government. The Ford and Rockefeller foundations are currently funding
programs that hold such promise. These programs, directed at minority
single mothers, involve job development and training, utilization of
resources such as community residents to assist single mothers, and child
care. These initiatives could become useful models for larger programs to
help single mothers become economically self-sufficient, dispel myths
about the black family, and build upon the existing strengths of black family
units.
A major national goal for this decade should be to arrest the
proliferation of disadvantaged female-headed black families. Family
reenforcement constitutes the single most important action the nation can
take toward the elimination of black poverty and related social problems.

The national interest also requires reeriforcing the stability of black
husband-wifefamilies. Black husband-wife families experienced growth in
income during the 1970s, while black femal~beaded households retrogresse4
If the increase in female-beaded households had not occurred, black farrlily
income would have increased by 11 .3 percent instead of decreasing by 5
percent Black husband-wife families provide the foundation for a permanent
black middle class.
Because its development has been delayed by barriers not experienced by
other Americans, this new middle class needs uninterrupted access to
education and job mobility to ensure its permanence. Technical training,
higher education, and employment and entrepreneurial opportunities for
members will reinforce family cohesion. Affmnative action in all these
areas will be an important means of broadening access to middle-income
opportunities.
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Finally the black community itself, especially black organizations,
constitute the natural leadership in any effort to help restore black famililes
to their historic strength. Black institutions such as churches, civil rights
organizations, fraternities, sororities, young people's groups, and other
community organizations have been a source of strength to the black
community over the years. The black family as a unit needs the strong,
caring concern and protection of the black community, its innovative
leadership and its strong organizational life. From family counseling to
family planning, black organizations will often be in the best position to help
and to guide.
The black family bas been a brilliantly adaptive institution in a country
where racial and economic hostility would long ago have destroyed a · '":
weaker family structure. But after 300 years of struggle and resiliency,
black families need special attention. The historic creative capacities of the
black family have been greatly taxed by today's conditions, but the family is
still much revered among blacks. A focus on the black family in whatever
form it is found has enormous potential to radiate improvements in the
status of black people and to eliminate the problems that remain.

